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“Time for work, honey.”
Carrie walked into her husband’s studio clipping on her right
earring. “Your students are probably already in their seats waiting
for you.” She clipped on the left one.

Allen glanced over and noticed his wife was
wearing the pair he had given her for their tenth anniversary. That
made him smile. He knew Carrie, like most other women, had always
wanted expensive jewelry but had to give up that dream when she met
him—it wasn’t realistic on an artist’s salary. She loved her
husband, never held it against him, and never brought it up. She
understood the sacrifices she would have to make when she said I do
and was happy to make them. He was happy, he was doing what he
wanted to do, and they had enough to live on. How many other
couples could say that? But whenever they passed a jewelry store
window, he noticed her eyes lingering on glimmering gems set in
precious metals. It took him over a year and a half of scrimping
and saving to gather together enough cash for the earrings. They
weren’t quite a carat each, but they were the best he could afford
and more than enough for her. She cried when she opened them and
wore them often around the house, because they reminded her how
much her husband loved her, and that made them special.

Allen looked at his watch.
“I can sit here for fifteen more minutes and not be late.” He
continued to stare at the painting he was working on for the cover
of Kids & Playgrounds
Magazine. The Art Director wanted a happy,
colorful scene of several children playing in a playground equipped
with all the latest safety equipment the magazine just happened to
sell. He had even been “thoughtful enough” to send Allen a
catalogue for reference.

Carrie walked across the room and stood next
to him. “Boy, this is a change. At the beginning of the semester
you couldn’t wait to get to class. You kept me awake every night
talking about all the projects you had planned for your
illustration students a month before class even started. Do you
remember the first day, dear?”

“The first day.” He rubbed his chin. “That
was a while ago.”

“I certainly remember it. You jumped out of
bed an hour early and rushed to class before security had even
unlocked the building. And what about that time a few of weeks
later when you took Debby to pose for your class, because you
wanted them to draw little children? She said you were literally
bouncing around the room. She asked me if you were part tigger and
if she was going to grow a tail.”

Allen stared at the ceiling. “Yes, the good
old days.”

“That was a month ago,
dear.”

Allen looked back at his painting. “Do you
think the sky is too blue?”

Carrie sat down on a chair beside him and put
her arm around his shoulder. “Why are you changing the subject? And
what happened to the guy who couldn’t wait to share everything he
learned at ArtNexus with the next generation of artists?”

“Oh, he’s still here. I
think.” He looked at a rock in his picture. “I’m just thinking of
all the work I have to do. I have 120 hours of jobs just sitting
here in my studio and only a couple of months in which to do them.
I’ve never had so much work, and we’ve never been so close to
earning so much money. But I have to spend the entire day teaching,
not painting.”

“Have to spend the entire
day teaching?” She stared at him wide eyed. “Who are you, and what
have you done with my husband?” She didn’t get the chuckle she was
fishing for. “I thought you loved teaching and it was your ultimate
goal. That’s certainly all you’ve talked about since Leon first
contacted you about the position.”

He sighed. “It used to be, but the students
aren’t listening to me. I’m trying to help them draw and paint more
professionally, but they continue making the same mistakes and
drawing in their same amateurish styles. I just sit there thinking
I could be home working on paying projects.”

“Teaching is a paying
project. And you can’t spend all your time in this studio or you’ll
go nuts.”

Allen leaned back in his chair and smiled.
“That’s why I have you and the kids.”

She smiled back and ran her
fingers through his thick, brown hair. “I doubt that pile of work
is all that’s bothering you. Come on. What’s this
really about?”

Allen turned away from his wife.

“Carrie,” he said, “I’ve
been out of school and working professionally for almost five
years, and I still don’t know what I want to do.”

Carrie looked puzzled. “You don’t want to be
a freelance illustrator anymore? That’s been your dream since
before I met you.”

“Oh, it still is, but . . .
”



“But what?”

“Well,” he looked down at
his wife’s hand on her lap, “a lot of the students at ArtNexus went
there knowing exactly what they wanted to do, and they focused on
that and perfected it. I didn’t. I still don’t. I keep looking back
at all the time I’ve wasted.”

“Honey, it wasn’t wasted.
You’ve done a lot of beautiful work for a lot of different
clients,” his wife said.

“Yes, and in a lot of
different styles. Look at my paintings.” He pointed around the
room. “I don’t have a style. Nothing shouts ‘Allen’. If some
stranger were to walk into my studio, he’d think a dozen different
artists used the space.”

“Some people would take that
as a compliment.”

“My art’s not going in any
direction; I just do whatever project comes my way, like this
magazine illustration of kids. It’s a good painting, but it isn’t
anything special. It’s certainly never going to end up in an Art
History book or an art gallery. I’ll be lucky if it doesn’t end up
in the garbage the day it comes out. Everyday I look at that
painting of an old man sleeping I did my second year at ArtNexus. A
painting had never come so easily and so naturally—it was as if the
muses had been guiding my hand. I’ve always been very proud of that
painting. It was the first time I felt like I could actually do
this for a living. But that was a long time ago, and I haven’t felt
the muses guide my hand or even peek over my shoulder in a long
time. Metaphorically speaking, because there is no such thing as a
muse.”

She shook him gently. “Don’t be so hard on
yourself, dear. You’ll find your style. You’re still young; be
patient.” Carrie squeezed her husband tightly. “What do you have
planned for your students to do today?”

“They have a drapery
assignment due, then we have a couple of models dressed as members
of an orchestra with instruments coming in after lunch.”

“Those should be some great
drawings.”

Allen stared across the room at an old
drawing of model dressed an English Queen. “Sometimes they create
great drawings, but more often than not they just damage
paper.”

“Damage paper? You’ve spent
too much time around Leon.”

“I use to think he was
cruel; now I realize he was actually kind telling people the truth
instead of wasting their time letting them think they’re actually
good when they aren’t. I wish someone had straightened me out
sooner. I spent a long time painting badly. In fact, it was after
painting that old man sleeping that I decided to copy the house
style at ArtNexus. My students know how to begin a drawing, but
they never seem to know how to finish it. They draw without
thinking what the finished drawing should look like so they usually
end up over drawing and ruining their good start.” Allen stood up
and walked around the room. “Why don’t they just listen to me and
learn to draw in the ArtNexus style? I did, and now I get paid to
draw.”

“They’re artists, Allen.
They each have their own way of doing things, and you have to let
them.” Carrie folded her arms. “I seem to remember a young art
student at ArtNexus that would come home to his beautiful, sweet,
understanding wife upset about being told how to make a line.” She
waited for a response that never came. “Besides, weren’t you just
moping about not having a style of your own?”

“But ArtNexus is one of the
best schools in the world. Why wouldn’t my students want to draw
like the best?”

“You draw like that and you
aren’t happy.”

He looked at her a little surprised.

“Besides, the best artists
in the world don’t teach; they’re too busy producing
art.”

“Gee, thanks,
honey.”

“Except for you of course,
dear.” She rushed over and hugged him. “You’re busy with a million
projects, too, but you still find time to teach and be a father and
a great husband.” She kissed his cheek. “The lesser great artists
just produce great art. What do you want for dinner
tonight?”

Allen looked at her. She smiled back.

“I don’t know,” he
said.

*****

Half an hour later Allen
walked up to the Hamilton Building. What a
beautiful old building, he thought.
It has such character with its grey stone and
hand-carved pediment. He felt sad the
university was going to tear it down next year, but he understood
why they were doing it. It was the oldest building on campus, and
it was falling apart. Plus it wasn’t handicap accessible, although
there had never been a crippled student who had wanted to study
art, but facts and reality never seemed to matter much to academia
or politicians.

He walked through the front
doors and down the ramp into the main gallery. During the drive to
work he had been thinking about what his wife had said, and he
continued riding that train of thought as he noticed the art show
had been changed. Several prints of modern art were hanging on the
walls where African masks had been the week before. Allen stopped
to look at them. The paint-splashed canvas was a Jackson Pollock;
he had never liked Pollock. Next to it was Picasso’s
Three Musicians; Picasso
was a genius at design, but Allen didn’t like how he drew.
Imagine how good he would have been if he had
studied at ArtNexus. The next painting made
Allen smile. Leindecker was one of his favorites. He had a
collection of old Saturday Evening
Post with Leindecker paintings on the front
page. He stood and admired the colors, the design, and the brush
strokes for a couple of minutes before moving on to another print.
Each was very different stylistically, yet each was well thought
out and well designed. He wouldn’t have put some of them under the
title Great Works of Modern
Art, but he could see the merit of each
one—except the Pollock.

*****

Allen walked up two flights of stairs and
into the figure drawing room. He shivered as he entered. “I think
someone forgot to turn the heat on this morning, Kirk.”

“I think it’s to keep us
awake.” Kirk and a half dozen other students were standing around
talking while working on various projects. Allen could hear the
usual sounds that assured him he was in the figure drawing room:
drawing horses scraping against the wooden floor, floorboards
squeaking with every step, and the grind of the pencil sharpener.
Some might find the noise distracting, but art students found it
soothing.

Allen looked around. “Where is everyone? We
seem to be missing over half the class.”

“A bunch of colleges came
today to try and sell their schools to us,” Kirk said.

“Oh, that’s right,” Allen
remembered. “Are they going to be here all day?”

“Nope, just the morning,”
Laura answered.

Allen raised his voice. “If any of you need
to leave to talk to any of the representatives, feel free to just
walk out. I’ll be critiquing the drapery assignments for an hour or
two, but we won’t draw until after lunch, so you won’t miss too
much.” What few students were there nodded. He was glad they were
checking out other colleges—most of them would need to find a
different major if they expected to earn a living, because most
didn’t have what it took to be an artist.

“A few people put up their
assignments before they left,” Dave said pointing at the crit
board, a section of wall covered in corkboard and
pushpins.

“Oh, good, I want to see
what everyone’s done.” He walked around the room to avoid the
drawing horses scattered in the center. One of the windows was
open. “That’s part of the reason for the refrigeration I think.” He
shut it. Several papers flew off the sill. He bent down to pick
them up. Other papers were scattered along the floor with several
piles forming in the corners covered in pencil shavings and
charcoal dust; they had been there for a while. Allen could see
several short, discarded pencils lying at the base of a nearly full
trashcan. The drawing horses—long white wooden benches with a
padded seat and a stand for a board like an easel—were arranged in
ragged circles in the center and at the end of the room.
We really need to clean this room up one of these
days, he thought.

His students walked over to the crit board
and made a half circle around it with drawing horses. He noticed
that only five people had put up drawings. “Where are everybody
else’s?”

Kirk answered, “Well, I had this paper to
write in English.”

“I was studying for this
test in Anatomy,” Dave muttered, “and, well, just didn’t get it
done.”

“I was out really late last
night with this guy my roommate set me up with and didn’t get home
until three,” Laura smiled. “Details after class.”

Allen looked at the seven. “Clients aren’t
going to care about a paper in English, a test in Anatomy, or how
long you stayed up with your date; they will expect you to have the
job done. Did everybody else go to the college representatives’
meetings?”

Kirk and Dave, the only two who were
listening, looked at each other.

“Don’t know.”

“Probably.”

Allen turned back to the board. “I’m
disappointed. This assignment is a really valuable study of how to
make charcoal on paper look like cloth draped over an object. A
client will expect you to be able to render cloth convincingly.” He
shook his head. “Let’s look at what drawings are up and discuss
what’s working and what’s not.” He looked at the first one. “Whose
is this?” He looked for a signature. “Oh. James. Of course. I’ll
need to talk to him about this.”

*****

After two and a half hours, the morning
session was over. Allen sent his students to lunch. He yanked at
the edge of his mustache as they left. Leon, the department head,
walked into the room. “Small class you’ve got today. You must be as
brutal as I am if you can scare most of your students away after
just one month. And you only teach Fridays. I have to see students
twice a week to scar them for life.”

“Some of them are at the
college meetings, though I doubt that’s where all of them
are.”

“So, how is the class
going?” Leon asked.

Allen looked at him, then out the window. “It
was a long morning, and it’s going to be a long afternoon.”

Leon patted him on the back. “Well, don’t let
it get you down. The first semester is always the hardest. Once you
get your feet wet, it’ll feel like second nature.” He started
walking out of the room and casually glanced at some of the student
work. He stopped, looked, turned his head to look at Allen, and
shook his head with a frown. “It will be a long afternoon.”

*****

A hot blast of air hit Allen when he stepped
into the figure drawing room after lunch. He smiled. “It’s always
too hot or too cold in this room. But it wouldn’t be the Hamilton
if the temperature were ever just right.” He walked to the other
side of the room to open the same window he had closed that
morning. As he slid the old wooden frame up, a small stream of wind
blew several more handouts off the windowsill. “Why do we keep
putting handouts on the windowsill? You’d think we’d have learned
our lesson by now.” He started to pick the pages up, then threw
them back on the ground. “We’ve really got to clean this room up
one of these days.”

He walked over to the crit board. A couple of
drawings left up from the critique earlier that morning were both
sagging from a single tack in the corner.

James walked up to him. “Do you have time to
go over my drawing with me? I was at a college meeting this morning
or I would have been here.”

“Of course, James. In fact,
I wanted to talk to you about it. Let’s bring it over here.” He
took the drawing off the crit board by the push pins in the top
corners and walked it over to the middle of the room. He set it on
one of the horses, stood back, and looked at it. His finger tapped
his moustache lightly as he studied the drawing of a cloth draped
over a chair next to a couch. He frowned.

“First of all, James,” he
pointed to the drawing, “you did it on the wrong paper. I wanted it
done on Canson or some other toned paper. With the white paper you
have to add the middle tones. I wanted you to add the really light
lights and the dark darks, not the middle tones. Let the paper do
that for you.”

James nodded. “I meant to do it on the
Strathmore velvet grey. I thought I had a few sheets, but when I
went to do this drawing I was out.”

“You should have run to the
bookstore and gotten more. Second, you aren’t taking advantage of
edge quality. All of your edges are the same. You need to have both
hard and soft edges. You used only value contrast to define the
forms.”

“Isn’t it clear where the
folds in the cloth are? I think I’ve defined them pretty
well.”

Allen’s mouth moved from one side of his face
to the other. He bounced his head from side to side. He heard a
couple of students behind him sharpening their pencils. He turned
around to see Kirk looked at them.

“It’s not . . . bad,” Allen
turned back to James, “it’s just not what the assignment called
for. Use the line quality to suggest what type of material the
cloth is and what kind of chair is underneath. It looks like some
sort of recliner.”

“It is,” James said with a
slight scowl. “I think it reads recliner pretty clearly.
You knew what it was,” he
said under his breath.

“Use hard and soft edges to
say that, not just value. It will also tighten up the drawing.
Right now it’s too pencil stroky—if that’s a word.”

“You don’t think it adds a
spontaneous, carefree feel to the drawing?” His smile straightened
out.
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